Releasing brick kiln workers from debt bondage in India

A proposal
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by Prayas Centre for Labor Research and Action

285, Shankar Colony, Fatehpura, Udaipur, Rajasthan
Seasonal migration of wage laborers is on the rise in the country; pushed by regional imbalances in growth and the prevalent political economy where migrant workers are preferred over local labor because they are more vulnerable. This huge labor force remains completely unorganized and highly vulnerable to various kinds of exploitation. PCLRA has been working for the last five years to organize brick kiln workers in North and Central Gujarat. It has been able to bring about substantial improvement in material and social well being of the workers.  This note seeks support for replicating this model in other clusters in Gujarat, Rajasthan, and Uttar Pradesh. 
Backdrop

Brick industry in India is labor intensive, employing up to 10 million workers according to some estimates (ILO Report on brick kiln workers). The industry remains completely manual with almost no mechanization. Most brick workers are seasonal migrant workers who migrate for six months or more with their families to kiln sites. They mostly belong to Scheduled Castes/ Tribes and inhabit some of the poorest areas in the country. They constitute one of the most exploited sections amongst unorganized sector workers. The work hours are inhumanly long – up to 16 hours a day. They work for nominal wages under very primitive working and living conditions. Most workers have accumulated debts that they are unlikely to ever pay up fully. As a result, they can be classified as bonded labor. The interesting aspect which needs to be observed here is that the workers are not only bonded to the owners where they work, but also to the contractors who provide them advance payment, in promise of requisite amount of labor. Studies suggest that availability of this vast pool of cheap labor has hindered modernization of industry as employers have no incentive to invest in labor saving technology (Urs Heierli and Sameer Matithel). 

The public service providers in destination areas do not have any documentation of the vast number of workers present in their service areas. Consequently the workers and their families are not able to access any public services.  The children are denied education. The infants and lactating and pregnant mothers do not get anganwadi benefits. The worker communities are not covered by the primary health system. Physical violence is frequent at the brick kilns. It becomes very difficult to leave a kiln if workers realize that work conditions are not suitable and they want to go. This is primarily owing to the fact that the middlemen leave the workers at the mercy of the owners as if property being handed over. Wages at the destination are calculated and settled at the end of the season when the workers have already put in their back breaking labor and hence have no negotiating power. 

Bricks are a basic building material in India. Brick kilns are to be found on the outskirts of most developing towns and cities. The prevalent mode of work requires a resident labor force. Most brick kilns employ seasonal migrant labor. Movements of brick kiln workers cross cut nationally. There are some major clusters from where workers migrate to brick kilns all over the country. These are some of the poorest areas of the country. For example workers from Bilaspur cluster in Chhattisgarh go to UP, Gujarat, Orissa. Similarly, workers from Western Orissa cluster go to the Southern states of AP, Karnataka, and TN. The map on the next page and accompanying table shows the nature of cross cutting movements. 
Prayas Centre for Labor Research and Action (PCLRA): Prayas is a thirty year old NGO. Centre for Labor Research and Action is the unit within Prayas that works on the issue of seasonal migration. PCLRA has worked with kiln workers in Gujarat facilitating a Union of brick kiln workers. The Union has led wage struggles that have resulted in significant wage hikes – up to 118 percent over a four year period. The Union has settled hundreds of wage disputes over last three years and got more than a 1000 workers released from bondage in Gujarat. A key feature of the work has been that the mobilization has been undertaken in source areas also. Consequently the Union has reached out to all the source states from where workers come to Gujarat. These include Rajasthan, UP, Chhattisgarh, and tribal parts of Gujarat. PCLRA has also established contacts in Western Orissa tribal belt from where brick workers go out to work in Southern states of AP, Karnataka, and TN.
Together with decent work struggle, PCLRA has worked on linking kiln workers with public services like education, health, and ICDS. It was able to get these services initiated in the Central and North Gujarat cluster accounting for almost 300 kilns. The service linkage work was also carried out successfully in the Maandal cluster of Bhilwara district in Rajasthan where 60 kilns are located. 
Map: Movements of brick kiln workers from source areas
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Note: 1. Each X stands for 10000 workers
Table: Movements of brick kiln workers

	Sl
	States
	Source areas

Districts/ cluster
	Approximate no. of workers
	Destination areas
	Level of contact in source areas

	1
	Rajasthan
	Dungarpur

Nagore

Ajmer
	5,000

20,000

5,000
	Gujarat

Punjab

Rajasthan
	Extensive contact in Nagore & Dungarpur

	2
	Chhattisgarh
	Bilaspur

Raipur
	100,000
	UP, Gujarat, Orissa
	Extensive contact

	3
	UP
	Kanshiram Nagar and west UP

Raebareilly

Baanda/ Bundelkhand
	20,000

10,000

?
	Gujarat

All over India

Rajasthan, Delhi, Punjab
	Partial contact

Partial contact

Preliminary contact

	4
	Bihar
	Banka/ Bhagalpur
	?
	Rajasthan

UP
	Preliminary contact

	5
	Orissa
	Bolangir, Nuapada, Kalahandi
	100,000
	Andhra Pradesh, South India
	Preliminary contact

	6
	Gujarat
	Dahod, Panchmahal
	10,000
	Central and South Gujarat
	Extensive contact

	7
	Maharashtra
	Amravati and surrounding area
	10,000
	South Gujarat, AP
	No contact


Replicating Gujarat model 

It is now planned to replicate the Gujarat model to new clusters.  The conditions of work are very similar across different regions. Piece rate payments, recruitment against advances, poor living conditions, wage settlement at the end of the work season – most of the conditions are similar. The proposed unit of intervention is a cluster of 50 brick kilns. The geographical unit can be a district or a sub district. Each brick kiln employs on average 150 workers. Thus total number of workers impacted in a cluster is 7500. The clusters can be located in the parts of Gujarat not yet covered by the existing operation – primarily South Gujarat, Rajasthan, and UP. The primary criterion for selection of new cluster will be the presence of local activists who are willing to take up mobilization work with kiln workers. This is because mobilizing brick kiln workers is difficult and risky. The workers live within closed boundaries. The employers are powerful and resist any outside intervention. Physical violence is always a possibility. Therefore presence of locally based committed activist is a starting point for mobilization process. 
Objectives

To bring about sustainable change in extreme vulnerability of brick kiln workers through a process of mobilization and organization by 
· Pushing wage hikes and improvement in working and living conditions, and 
· Ensuring access to public services like education, health, and early child care
Strategy

The strategy will be a combination of both rights based approach and service delivery. The roots of the extreme vulnerability of kiln workers lie in extremely low wages that has resulted in a bondage situation for a vast majority of them. The project will accordingly push for enforcement of labor laws and a rapid hike in wages over the medium term. Simultaneously it will also put pressure on the state to ensure access to public services to kiln workers spread out in different clusters across the country. 
In may be decided to focus on linkage with public services in the first year and take up work related issues in the second year. This is because working on public service linkages does not threaten the employers openly. They allow the activists to enter the kilns and establish contact with workers. Once the contact is established, the activists can move on to wage related issues.

Geographical coverage and time line

As mentioned before, the clusters can be located in the parts of Gujarat not yet covered by the existing operation – primarily South Gujarat, Rajasthan, and UP.
The proposed time line is one year from July 2012 to June 2013. Depending upon the experience, the next phase will be planned. 

Activities

Identifying organizers: This is the first and probably the most critical step. We need to find the right kind of people who are willing to help brick kiln workers. This is not easy. Kiln owners are local and powerful. Kiln workers are often migrants from outside who do not form a local political constituency. It is expected that the organizers will come from civil society organizations and dalit movement. It would be necessary to support a team of two-three people as it is difficult for a single person to operate. This will require visits to potential areas/clusters of brick kilns and meeting a range of stakeholders. 

Training organizers: The organizers will be trained through a theoretical and practical training regime. A three day theoretical workshop is proposed followed by a seven day practical exposure in a location with ongoing union activity. 

Mapping of workers: This is the first intervention. Most of the kiln workers are seasonal migrants who live on the brick kiln campus and have minimum contact with outside civil society. The organizers will list workers in brick kilns to know where they are from, their family profile, their working and living conditions. This will help them strike acquaintance with the workers. 

Legal action: It is expected that a variety of legal cases will come up. Two prominent types relate to (i) Bonded Labor (ii) Wage disputes. Most cases involve groups of workers – ten, twenty or even more. The work units are family units comprising female workers, adolescents, and children.

Training worker: Workers will be trained into union formation through residential workshops. A typical workshop will involve up to 50 workers and will of two days duration.  

Policy advocacy workshops: Workshops will be organized for policy advocacy. The objective is to orient the Government officials to problems of workers and make them sensitive to the issues of workers.

Public events: The project interventions require holding of a number of public events like public meetings, rallies, dharna etc. Support for these will come from workers.   

Outside support: The local teams will be supported by an experienced team of union activists. This support team will Research and documentation: There will be a need for systematic documentation of the workers – their numbers and social profile. 

Outputs

Two sets of outputs are envisaged. (i) mobilization of workers leading to wage hike and improvement in working and living conditions (ii) linkage with public service like education, health, early child hood care, and others. 

Release of workers from bondage: Most of the workers in the brick kilns are under debt bondage. The employers advance money to the workers before the season starts and then force them to work through the season lasting 6 to 8 months at sub optimal wages. The settlement of wages is done at the end of the season. If workers try to leave early, the back wages are not paid. 

Payment of back wages: There are frequent conflicts in brick kilns over payment of wages. It is expected that these cases will come to the Union.

Increase in wages: The ultimate objective is to hike wages that is possible only after sufficient collectivization has taken place. The interventions will move towards collective bargaining. Normally workers have to strike work before the employers get ready to negotiate. 

Linking the children with education: The workers migrate to the kilns with the families that include children of school going age from 6-14 years. The children need to be linked to schooling. This is possible by either opening hostels in their home villages where they can stay or by linking them to a school in the destination areas. Both the options are not easy. However the Indian state is committed to provide schooling to every child of school going age under the Right to Education Act. 

Linking under age children with early childhood care services: The state also promises every child under six years of age early childhood services that includes supplementary feeding. Malnutrition is very common in India. Attempts will be made to introduce these services in kilns.  

Linkage with health services: The brick kilns are like semi permanent villages with a large number of resident families. However the public health system does not reach out to these workers. The project will undertake advocate with Health Department to include the kiln workers in their service coverage. 

The number of beneficiaries, expected monetary benefits in pound sterling (at Indian Rs. 75 to one UK sterling) for a cluster of 50 kilns is given in the table below

Table: Benefits created 
	
	Type of benefits
	per head benefit
	Number
	Total

	
	Moblisation
	
	

	1
	Case work payment of wages
	33
	50
	1650

	2
	Case work bonded labor
	150
	20
	3000

	3
	Hike in wages
	60
	1000
	60000

	
	Public service linkage
	0
	
	

	1
	Schooling
	15
	1000
	15000

	2
	Hostel
	120
	10
	1200

	3
	ICDS
	10
	1000
	9600

	
	
	
	
	90450


Budget 

(Amount in US $)
	
	
	
	
	Year 1
	
	Year 2
	
	

	Sl
	Budget
	Unit
	No. of units
	Unit cost
	Total
	Unit cost
	Total
	Grand Total

	1
	Manpower
	Annual honorarirum
	4
	3000
	12000
	3300
	13200
	25200

	2
	Travel
	Annual expenses
	4
	450
	1800
	495
	1980
	3780

	3
	Public events
	per event
	4
	400
	1600
	440
	1760
	3360

	4
	Training w/s
	per w/s
	4
	400
	1600
	440
	1760
	3360

	5
	Legal aid
	per case
	10
	100
	1000
	110
	1100
	2100

	6
	Outside support
	pm
	12
	240
	2880
	264
	3168
	6048

	7
	Administrative expenses
	pm
	12
	200
	2400
	220
	2640
	5040

	
	TOTAL
	
	
	
	23280
	
	25608
	48888


Risks and Mitigation

· Union work is inherently risky and violence prone. Care will be taken to ensure all team members before beginning work. 

· State frowns at political association of NGOs. In fact it is a condition for receipt of foreign funds that the organization receiving such funds will not engage in political activity. So no overt association will be maintained with any mainstream political formation. 
